Dismantling the germinal center: comparing the processes of transformation, regression, and fragmentation of the lymphoid follicle.
The pathologic and immunologic features of the formation of the germinal center have been extensively studied. The process of dissolution of the germinal center is not as well understood. Different patterns of germinal-center breakdown are commonly encountered in diagnostic lymph node biopsy specimens and frequently present difficulties in diagnosis. The current immunologic understanding of germinal-center dynamics is reviewed and correlated with the histologic and immunophenotypic features of three broad classes of germinal center dissolution, namely progressive transformation, regression, and follicle fragmentation. The author suggests that these different patterns represent alternate responses to antigenic stimulation. The relationships of progressive transformation to Hodgkin's disease and of follicular regression to Castleman's disease are discussed.